The evening Junior Kopak finished a two-day suicide-prevention workshop for Inuit youth in Ottawa, Ontario, he saved his first life.
disclose suicidal intentions feel, the intervener helps the person in crisis articulate reasons they have to live, as well as reasons they want to die. After helping his friend appreciate her reasons for living, Kopak suggested resources. They made a safety plan, which involved trying to get counselling and talking to her parents.
Kopak was unable to follow up in person with his friend, as ASIST directs, because he remained in Ottawa while she returned to Nunavut. But he made sure they continued to talk. A year later, she was not only alive, she had a powerful reason to live: a new baby.
Increasingly, First Nations communities with high rates of suicide, like the Siksika Nation in Alberta, are also making ASIST and a shorter version of its suicide awareness training, called safeTALK, a core of their prevention approaches. Siksika's goal is to have someone in every third house on Canada's second-largest reserve trained in safeTALK, says Marsha Wolf Collar, the mental health coordinator with Siksika Health Services.
"If we can have every other home or every third home trained in safeTALK, then that's a protective factor," Wolf Collar says. "It would probably be costly, but it's an investment in our community." Alberta Health Services recently used ASIST to train more than 650 people to help prevent suicide in Aboriginal communities across the province. Four staff members have become ASIST trainers and have delivered workshops to 36 groups in First Nation and Métis communities there, often in partnership with Aboriginal health and addictions and mental health programs.
In Ontario, the Nishnawbe Aski Nation is also offering ASIST training to representatives from the 49 First Nations in northern Ontario that the political organization represents. Many of those communities have extremely high suicide rates. The organization views training community support workers as "a suicide first aid support for the community," Loretta Sheshequin, coordinator of the organization's Life Promotion Project, said in a statement.
In many of the Inuit and Aboriginal communities using the program, lifesaving stories are emerging. Kopak's successful application of ASIST is one of half a dozen such successful interventions since the program kicked off in Nunavut. Another young woman successfully used her training the same day she graduated from an ASIST workshop in Pangnirtung, she told ASIST trainer Jack Hicks.
"We don't know how many other stories there are that we don't know, of course," says Hicks, a PhD candidate and expert in Inuit suicide research. LivingWorks does not collect statistics about the number of times those trained in ASIST successfully intervene to save lives, and those interventions are confidential.
Still another ASIST graduate was working in her government office when she received a text from a man who would not identify himself or tell her where he was. When she determined he was suicidal, she worked the ASIST steps via text for three hours. She stopped only when they had developed a plan and she decided he was out of immediate danger.
Samantha Barnes, a counsellor at one of Iqaluit's elementary schools, also used her ASIST training to intervene not with a student, which was the reason she took the course, but with a suicidal family member.
"It kept me calm and kept who I was helping calm," Barnes says of her training. She was able to get her family member additional help.
For Kopak, savings his friend's life not only made him feel "on top of the world," it helped him put in perspective his grief about the suicides that are an everpresent feature of the lives of Nunavumiut.
"After taking ASIST, I feel there's more to life than committing suicide," says Kopak. "I feel like I can help -more than I did [when I was] back in high school." -Laura Eggertson, Iqaluit, Nunavut, and on the Siksika First Nation, Alberta Editor's note: This is the fourth of a series on suicide in Nunavut, Canada; the other stories can be read at cmaj.ca. Laura Eggertson received a 2012 Michener-Deacon Fellowship for Investigative Journalism award, which supported her travel and the research into this series of articles about suicide by Inuit and First Nations youth.
